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Between	 1985	 and	 1989	 the	 Netherlands	 Dance	 Theatre	 (nDt)	 in	
The	Hague,	designed	by	OMa,	 featured	on	the	cover	of	a	 roll	call	
of	 international	 magazines:	 L’Architecture	 d’Aujourd’hui,	 Architec-








missions	 and	 ill-fated	 competitions,	 little	 was	 heard	 from	 him.	
OMa	 admirers	 began	 to	 wonder	 about	 the	 wunderkind.	 Happily,	
Koolhaas’s	low-profile	years	have	finally	drawn	to	a	close,	and	the	
43-year-old	architect	is	back	in	the	professional	spotlight.’	The	title	
of	 Gandee’s	 article	 says	 it	 all:	 ‘Fancy	 Footwork:	 Dutch	 Architect	
Rem	 Koolhaas	 Makes	 a	 Stunning	 Debut	 with	 his	 Netherlands	
Dance	Theatre’.1
This	was	not	entirely	accurate.	Far	 from	being	 low-profile,	 the	
Office	 for	 Metropolitan	 Architecture	 had	 become	 well-known	
thanks	 to	 exhibitions,	 publications	 and	 competition	 entries.	 Just	





























bus	stop	 in	 front	of	Rotterdam	Central	Station,	completed	 in	 the	
spring	of	1987	(but	demolished	in	2004	to	make	way	for	a	new	sta-
tion).	 And	 then	 there	 were	 OMa’s	 contributions	 to	 architectural	
exhibitions	 –	 all	 of	 them	 too	 temporary	 to	 serve	 as	 a	major	 first	








In	 the	 absence	 of	 specific	 commissions	 this	 work	 belongs	 to	 the	
recently	 invented	 category	 of	 ‘paper	 architecture’.	 The	 effect	 of	 this	
status	 is	 ambiguous:	 the	 apparent	 advantage	 of	 a	 career	 as	 a	 paper	
architect	 is	 an	 accelerated	 development.	 More	 designs	 are	 made,	 so	
more	problems	are	addressed	and	more	themes	are	examined	than	in	


















This	 explains	 why	 the	 ‘three-dimensional’	 start	 of	 OMa	 was	




is	 the	 first	 defining	 client	 in	 OMa’s	 pre-S,M,L,XL	 portfolio,	 fol-
lowed	 by	 Jan	 Schaefer	 (Amsterdam’s	 alderman	 for	 housing	 and	
instigator	of	the	IJplein	project),	Dominique	Boudet	(client	for	the	
Villa	dall’Ava)	and	Jean-Paul	Baïetto	(director-in-chief	of	Euralille).	
Koolhaas	used	his	 clients	 as	 intermediaries	 to	 inflate	but	 also	 to	
negate	his	 goals:	 Schaefer	 got	 a	 1980s	 version	of	 the	Weissenhof-
siedlung	that	prompted	OMa	to	abandon,	at	the	end	of	the	decade,	
both	the	modernist	canon	and	social	housing;	the	masterful	villa	
that	Koolhaas	built	 for	Boudet	 elegantly	mocked	 this	 cliché;	 and	
thanks	 to	Baïetto,	 the	predominantly	 economic	 ambitions	of	 the	
European	Union	got	 turbo-charged	 in	one	 small	 city	 in	northern	
France.	Birnie	helped	OMa	to	demonstrate	that	money	is	as	indis-
pensable	 for	 architecture	 as	 it	 is	 lacking,	 certainly	 in	 public	
projects.	 The	 tensions	 this	 provoked	 enabled	 Koolhaas	 to	 ques-
tion	the	traditional	values	of	architecture,	hoping	to	resuscitate	the	
discipline	from	within.	
The	 idiosyncratic	 behaviour	 of	 Birnie	 may	 have	 been	 one	 of	
the	reasons	why	it	took	so	long	to	finish	the	nDt.	A	former	medi-
cal	student,	amateur	of	opera	and	art,	and	a	cultural	entrepreneur	












its	 unlikely	 accidents	 and	 disasters.	 When	 the	 building	 opened	










incredibly	 ambitious.	 I	 quarrelled	 with	 Carel	 Birnie	 over	 just	 about	
everything.	No	hard	feelings,	though.	Birnie	isn’t	the	easiest	of	men,	he	
is	Shakespearian,	a	mixture	of	Shylock,	Prospero	and	King	Lear.
Confronted	 with	 this	 characterisation	 Birnie	 replied:	 ‘Such	 a	
remark	says	more	about	him	than	about	me.’8	
The	nDt	was	co-founded	by	Birnie	 in	1959	as	a	splinter	group	
of	 about	 20	dancers	distancing	 themselves	 from	 the	conservative	
Dutch	National	Ballet,	but	also	from	the	dominance	of	Amsterdam.	
During	the	1960s	and	1970s,	the	nDt	moved	between	various	loca-






theatre	was	 250m	 from	 the	beach,	with	 its	monumental	Kurhaus	
Hotel	 dating	 from	 1885.	 Birnie’s	 idea	was	 to	 fill	 up	 the	 void	 area	












OMa’s	 first	 design	 was	 simple,	 as	 an	 efficient	 red,	 black	 and	






composition	 related	both	 to	 the	 site	 and	 to	 the	history	 of	Dutch	











unfeasible,	 but	 the	 first	 project	 did	 insert	 an	 informal	 diagonal	
route	and	a	means	of	looking	obliquely	at	the	beach	from	the	van-





























to	exaggerate	differences	–	 to	 increase	 the	 tensions	between	con-
temporary,	postwar	and	pre-war	architecture	 to	an	almost	 ridicu-



































As	Koolhaas	put	 it	 in	S,M,L,XL:	 ‘wall	without	roof	or	roof	without	
wall	=	0m3;	therefore,	architecture	of	walls	and	roofs’.13	
The	 second	project	 continued	 as	 a	 collection	 and	 collision	of	
elements,	 with	 as	 much	 open-air	 circulation	 space	 as	 possible.	
Another	 result	 of	 the	 ‘discovery’	 of	 an	 ‘architecture	 of	 walls	 and	
roofs’	was	that	the	nDt	no	longer	tried	to	‘pimp’	Scheveningen,	but	
turned	 away	 from	 its	 surroundings.	 The	 cantilevered	 office	 strip	
above	the	exercise	spaces	was	bent	back	and	reduced	to	a	wall,	cir-



































although	 opposites	 can	 attract	 –	 replied:	 ‘This	 is	 exactly	 what	
I	criticise	in	your	designs.	This	is	anti-space,	not	formulated	space.’	










Of	 decisive	 importance	 in	 this	 regard	 was	 the	 early	 OMa	 col-
laborator	 Jan	 Voorberg,	 a	 self-taught	 woodworker-architect	 who	
operated	 without	 any	 kind	 of	 technical	 diploma.	 In	 1980,	 when	
the	 competition	 for	 the	 Parliament	 Extension	 in	 The	Hague	was	
still	undecided,	Voorberg,	who	lived	only	200m	away	from	the	site,	
published	a	plea	in	favour	of	the	design	by	Koolhaas,	Zenghelis	and	
Hadid.15	 This	 action,	 though	 unsuccessful,	 not	 only	 contributed	




he	 travelled	around	 the	world	 feeding	his	obsessional	 interest	 in	











landscapes	 or	 situations	 made	 out	 of	 food,	 cardboard	 boxes	 or	
domestic	residual	materials.	The	model	likewise	demonstrates	how	
no	material	is	too	banal	or	too	boring	to	be	excluded	from	the	realms	
















the	 second	 nDt	 project	 are	 contradictory.	 OMa	 never	 wanted	 to	
appeal,	 in	 an	 anti-intellectualist	 fashion,	 to	 a	 larger	 or	 popular	
audience	–	for	this,	Koolhaas	is	not	naive	or	idealist	enough.	The	
references,	 the	materials,	 the	 ‘anti-spaces’	 formed	by	 loose	walls	
and	planes	–	everything	is	directed	at	the	architectural	community.	
Koolhaas,	then,	did	not	try	to	abandon	the	boudoir	that	Manfredo	
Tafuri	 famously	promoted	 in	 1974;	 rather,	by	 importing	elements	
and	 methods	 from	 the	 outside	 world	 he	 wanted	 to	 show	 his	
colleagues	 how	 they	 were	 unwittingly	 living	 and	 working	 inside	
it.	The	nostalgia	was	–	as	Stern	indicated	–	never	his	own;	what	he	
wanted	to	do	was	reveal	the	nostalgia	of	the	other	architects,	because	




















wise	 brought	 into	 play	 to	 criticise	 architecture	 as	 an	 institution,	
as	 a	 profession	 and	 as	 a	 supposedly	 collegiate	 activity	 –	 to	 show	
architects	 how	 they	 were	 dominated	 by	 processes	 that	 were	 not	
only	 beyond	 their	 control	 but	 simply	 beyond	 their	 reach.	 This	 is	
narrated	in	S,M,L,XL.	On	23	September	1983,	OMa’s	second	design	
was	 accepted	by	 the	 city	 council.	To	 celebrate,	Voorberg	went	on	
holiday	to	Brazil.	On	11	October	he	was	murdered	during	a	visit	to	
the	Pedregulho	housing	 complex	 in	Rio	de	 Janeiro,	killed	 simply	







both	a	great	deal	of	 time	and	a	 large	part	of	 the	architects’	 fee.’18	






































achievement,	 even	 though	 the	 nDt	 already	 enjoyed	 a	 worldwide	
reputation	–	at	the	end	of	the	1980s	there	was	talk	of	the	American	











Nevertheless,	 a	minimum	of	 collaboration	 seemed	 expedient.	
Within	an	urban	plan	by	Carel	Weeber,	and	on	top	of	the	grid	of	the	
parking	 garage,	 van	Mourik	 had	 been	 developing	 a	 concert	 hall.	









































‘Consider	 this	building	as	 a	neutral	 grid,	with	now	and	 then	 little	
areas	that	are	quite	special.’24	Although	views	were	created	between,	
say,	the	studios	and	the	dressing	rooms,	and	although	the	functional	
zoning	 created	 an	 abrupt	 succession	 of	 programmatic	 difference,	













like	 a	 nail	 knocked	 into	 the	 ground,	 but	 only	 halfway,	 to	 indicate	


















tion	 of	 facades,	 each	 seemingly	 belonging	 to	 a	 different	 shed,	 and	
articulated	or	materialised	in	response	to	the	adjoining	parcels.	




backstage	 spaces	 and	 the	 stage	 tower,	 and	 then	 the	waves	of	 the	
theatre	itself	–	another	device	taken	from	Scheveningen.	Here,	the	
formal	 independence	of	 the	different	parts	and	their	 facades	was	
ensured	 by	 the	 decision	 to	 keep	 the	 supporting	 beam	under	 the	
roof,	 rather	 than	make	 it	 part	 of	 a	 hanging	 construction	 above.	




















‘Those	who	 are	disappointed	or	 dismiss	 the	building	 for	 its	 lack	
of,	or	 tacky,	detail	 rather	miss	 the	point’,	Peter	Buchanan	argued	
in	The	Architectural	Review.	 ‘It	 is	misleading	to	judge	the	building	











coated	with	 corrugated	 steel,	 brick,	 aluminium	or	 (on	 the	 inside)	
sheetrock:	 ‘That’s	the	way	they	build	in	California’,	Koolhaas	said.	
‘I	could	never	have	made	this	building	if	I	hadn’t	stayed	so	long	in	







tural	 element	 that	 intentionally	 provoked	 interpretation.	 Indeed,	
OMa’s	entire	first	decade	had	been	more	or	less	dominated	by	this	
strategy	of	using	imported	American	elements	–	architectonic	and	
urban	 –	 to	 expose	Europe’s	 stultifying	 conservatism,	but	 the	nDt	
project	marked	the	first	time	a	building	material	played	a	major	part.	











and	materials	 were	 first	 and	 foremost	 discursive	 –	 they	 were	 used	
to	express	 ideas,	 to	criticise	customs	and	to	produce	culture.	Even	















that	 this	first	 realisation	delivers’,	Damisch	wrote	 in	his	 review,	 ‘is	
that	 architecture	 today	 cannot	 be	 called	 interesting	unless	 it	 stub-
bornly	acts	against	the	suppression	that	construction	suffers	from,	
in	all	senses	of	the	term’.35	Damisch	therefore	understood	construc-
tion	 in	a	philosophical	 sense,	as	an	activity	 that	adds	separate	ele-






cultural	 intervention:	 ‘Me	 voici,	 dit	 le	 constructeur,	 je	





























‘There	 was	 almost	 nothing,	 almost	 zero’,	 Koolhaas	
reflected	 in	 a	 rare	 vulnerable	moment.	 ‘It	 has	 been	
very	 surprising,	 and	 that	 element	 of	 surprise	 has	 in	









to	 architecture	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 today,	 or	 even	 to	 Koolhaas’s	
increasingly	mixed	reputation	in	his	homeland.	His	status	at	home	
has,	admittedly,	always	been	somewhat	ambivalent,	but	in	1987	the	
Netherlands	did	ascribe	official	value	to	his	work,	producing	a	festive	
55c	postage	stamp	which	featured	the	second	project	for	the	nDt	in	
Scheveningen.	But	of	course	that	was	only	a	paper	achievement.
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